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REVIEWS AND MISCELLANY. 



DECLINE IN BIRTH-RATE AND MORTALITY OF 

INFANTS. 

Report of the Royal Commission on the Decline of the Birthrate and 
on the Mortality of Infants in New South Wales. Sydney, New Southi 
Wales, 1904. 

T. A. Coghlan, the able government statistician of New South 
Wales, published in 1903 a little book entitled "The Decline in the 
Birth-rate of New South Wales and Other Phenomena of Child- 
birth." In this essay it was shown that a notable decline had oc- 
curred in recent years in the birth-rate of New South Wales. A 
careful compilation and analysis of all the available statistics bear- 
ing upon the subject led the author to conclude that the whole of 
the decline could not reasonably be accounted for by reference to 
natural causes. Mr. Coghlan stated in his concluding chapter: "It 
cannot be denied that the condition of affairs disclosed by several of 
the preceding chapters arises from a direct reversal of the ordinary 
canons of morality. . . . The existing facts are compatible with only 
one explanation; namely, that in the five years following 1880 the 
art of applying artificial checks to conception was successfully learnt, 
and has continued in operation to this day." 

The immediate result of the publication of Coghlan's essay was the 
appointment by Edward VII. of a Royal Commission of twelve mem- 
bers to make "a diligent and full inquiry into the causes which have 
contributed to the decline in the birth-rate of New South Wales, and 
the effects of the restriction of child-bearing on the well-being of the 
community." This Commission was granted Aug. 13, 1903, and a 
report was called for within three months. A little later another 
member was added to the Commission, the scope of the inquiry was 
extended to include a general investigation of the mortality of in- 
fants, and the time limit set for making the report was extended to 
March 12, 1904. 

In no other colony of Australasia and in few, if any, other coun- 
tries are the statistics pertaining to births so admirably kept or so 
complete as in New South Wales. The Commission were fortunate 
in having the services of Mr. Coghlan, and in addition they were 
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able to call upon much other expert talent thoroughly versed in the 
matters to be investigated. A wealth of data, supplemented by the 
evidence of a large number of witnesses, and the conclusions of 
the Commission are now made public in a report of two volumes. 

The fundamental fact with which the Commission were concerned 
is indicated by the following figures : — 

Legitimate Births pee 1,000 Women, Ages 15-45. 

new south wales. 

1886 339 

1891 289 

1901 235 

Births per 1,000 Married Women.* 

Age of Mother. 1881. 1891. 1901. 

20-24 458 416 397 

25-29 405 354 299 

30-34 339 292 227 

35-39 274 236 173 

Looked at from any point of view, the birth-rate of New South 
Wales has declined rapidly in recent years. 

The report of the Commission on the causes of this decline fully 
confirms the conclusions which Coghlan had reached in 1903, and fully 
sustains his contention that other than natural causes have contrib- 
uted to bring about this rapid fall in the birth-rate. Summing up 
the results of their inquiry, the Commission state : " In conclusion, we 
desire to reiterate our opinion that there has been a very serious 
decline in the birth-rate of New South Wales since the year 1889, 
and that this decline cannot, in any measure, be ascribed to any 
change in the physical characteristics of the people, nor in any ma- 
terial degree to other causes dependent upon natural law. On the 
other hand, we have been reluctantly, but inevitably, driven to the 
conclusion that the people, led astray by false and pernicious doc- 
trine into the belief that personal interests and ambitions, a high 

*The decrease in the number of births per 1,000 married women may perhaps be 
best shown by reducing the figures for 1891 and 1901 to a common basis, representing 
the numbers in 1881 as 100 at each specific age. The figures for 1891 and 1901 as 
thus restated are as follows : — 

CoMPABATIVE BlBTHS AMONG AN EQUAL NUMBER OF MABBIED Women. 

Age of Mother. 1881. 1891. 1901. 

20-24 100 90.8 86.7 

25-29 100 87.4 73.8 

30-34 100 86.1 67.0 

35-39 ' 100 86.1 63.1 

This restatement makes clear the fact that the decline in the birth-rate has been 
progressive from the lower to the higher ages of the married women. 
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standard of ease, comfort, and luxury, are the essential aims of life, 
and that these aims are best attained by refusing to accept the con- 
sequences which nature has ordained shall follow from marriage, 
have neglected and are neglecting their true duty to themselves, to 
their fellow-countrymen, and to posterity. . . . They seem to think 
that in the deliberate curtailing of reproduction they have found a 
panacea for the ills of life. . . . Already we see in the injury to health, 
the wrecking of life, which is manifesting itself, how Nature has begun 
to avenge herself on those who oppose her laws. We see, in the lessen- 
ing of parental control, the commencement of dissolution in the 
family bond, and in the dwindling of the size of families, the dying 
out of Nature's best school for teaching the lessons of life and the 
weakening of the social structure at its base. . . . We find also that 
the practices and habits which the doctrines of limitation inculcate 
tend to undermine the morality of the people, to loosen the bonds 
of religion, and to obliterate the influence of those higher sentiments 
and sanctions for conduct with which the development of high na- 
tional character has ever been associated. . . . We do not hesitate 
to declare that the doctrines which advocate and justify the deliber- 
ate restriction of child-bearing in marriage are vicious, and that 
Malthus was right in deprecating artificial checks to the growth of 
population on the ground of their viciousness." 

The Commission state that they found the practice of "prevention" 
to be general among all classes, and that it has increased greatly 
during the last fifteen years. They consider it the principal factor 
in the declining birth-rate. Increasing knowledge of how "to pre- 
vent" and the ease with which the means can be secured, coupled 
with the lessening of the strength of religious feeling, are given as the 
reasons why this practice has become so operative in recent years. 
It is recommended that the sale and distribution of "preventives" 
be strictly prohibited, that the "Poisons Act" be amended, that 
midwives be held more strictly to account, and that the Church de- 
clare itself unequivocally against restriction. 

In the report on infant mortality it is shown that the mortality of 
infants is unnecessarily high, and the reasons for this are set forth 
in detail. An important point brought out in the evidence is the 
good effect which "mothering" has upon the health of the infant, 
even when not breast-fed. Maternal fondling and caressing stimu- 
lates the infant, and materially increases its chances of life. 

A careful study of this excellent report in its entirety will well 
repay those who are interested in the important subjects with which 
it deals. F. S. Crum. 



